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One 


"Get up! Get up!" | blinked in the sudden harsh light. My dad was standing in the doorway, screaming at us. 
Stuart was sitting up, blinking sleepily. It was the middle of the night. 


"Why?" | said, trying to keep the anger and annoyance out of my voice. | failed. 
"Because | said to!" he said, coming over to me and grabbing my shirt, yanking me up to my feet. Stuart 
stared, still half asleep. Then he went and yanked him up, too, then he shoved both of us down so we were 


kneeling over Stuart's bed. 


"Bow your heads! Pray!" he said, intoning some obscure scripture over us. | felt myself starting to shake, 


hearing the words that | hated coming out of his mouth in that angry, self-righteous tone. 


"Atone for your sins!" he yelled, and my hair was long enough to cover my eyes with my head bowed. Stuart's 


hair was short, a 1950's buzz cut. Then | felt him grab my hair and yank it. 


"Your hair is too long, | told you to get it cut," he said, not yelling anymore. His voice was a low growl. Too 


long? It didn't even reach past my ears. 


"I know, but its not-"| started to say, and then he backhanded me across the face. | felt the deep sting and 
my eyes started to water. Stuart looked at me, wide-eyed. | looked back at him and it passed silently between 
us. Which one of us was going to get the beating? Like usual, it was me. 


"I know what you've been doing," he said, pulling me to my feet again and | stood in front of him, trying not to 
shake. What now? | didn't do anything. | went to church almost everyday. | went to school, | taught Sunday 
school every week, | sang in the goddamn church choir. | didn't do anything. 


"You've been drinking and doing drugs! You don't listen, you never listen-" | watched as he pulled his belt from 


the loops, my lower lip trembling. | didn't, | didn't do anything like that. 


"Dad, | didn't do that, | swear, | swear-" The belt came down on me fast, and my whole body stiffened with the 
blow. Stuart had retreated to the corner of the room, his eyes on me. | saw the tears in them. Another blow 
that clipped my shoulder, and | could hear the sound the belt made swinging through the air. Another hit and | 
dropped to the floor, curling up, trying to lessen the blows but | couldn't, and | heard the ragged sobs coming 
from somewhere and | realized it was me, | was making this low crying noise deep in my throat, but the blows 


kept coming until | felt numb, and hardly realized it when he stopped and went away. 


"Bill? Billy?" Gentle shaking. It was my brother. | curled up, pulling tighter into myself. Leave me alone, leave me 


alone. 


‘Billy? Are you okay?" he said, his voice little and scared. | was, I'd live, but | didn't want to talk to him or 


anyone. | didn't want to move. 
"Bill, please, get up," he said, and | sat up, feeling the aching everywhere. That fucking bastard. 


"Are you gonna go back to bed?" he said, his eyes wide beneath his red hair. | flipped my hair out of my eyes, 


and even that movement hurt. 


"No, I'm leaving," | said, slipping out of my pajamas and pulling on jeans and a T-shirt. | grabbed a jacket from 


the back of a chair and put it on, feeling the chilled air when | opened the window. It was nearly dawn now. 


"Jesus, what are you doing here?" Izzy said, he was half awake. | was trembling in the cool air and just 


standing there on his doorstep. 
"| don't know, | had to leave, | had to-" 


"What happened?" he said, his eyes narrowing in concern 


"Nothing," | said, feeling the tears in my eyes, feeling one slip and run down my cheek. | was looking off to the 
side. | couldn't look at him. 


"C'mon," he said softly, pulling my arm and | stiffened at any contact, even though it was just Izzy. He led me 
upstairs and we laid on his bed. 


"What happened?" he said, his voice soft as he brushed my hair out of my eyes. 
"My dad, he said | was doing drugs and shit, he hit me-" Izzy kissed my cheek, and | closed my eyes. | felt 
envious of Izzy's parents and Izzy's life. His parents played music, they let him listen to whatever shit he 


wanted to, they never hit him or beat him. He was so lucky. 


"Did you?" he said, lifting my shirt to look at the bruises. Those were old, these bruises wouldn't show up until 
later. That's how it worked, bruises took a little while to develop, like photographs. 


"Nol | didn't, | never do anything, he, he just, just... 


“Shhhhh, Bill, it's okay. | know, you're so innocent. Do you want to?" he said, tracing a faded greenish yellow 
bruise with his fingertip. The soft light touch was nice. 


"Do | want to what?" | said, wincing when his touch was too much. 
"Do some drugs. After all, you might as well do the crime, right?" 


"Yeah," | said, watching as Izzy leaned over to get some pot out of his top drawer. 


